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“What’s the World For If You Can’t Make It Up?”: Making and Remaking Morrison’s Jazz
By: Shaun Clarkson
Writers working within a tradition are rarely able to be wholly original. Rather, they must rely on
past conventions and techniques to craft their work and affect their audience. Artists from Marcel
Duchamp to Igor Stravinsky to Duke Ellington (all notable for having riot inciting works on their
résumés) are recognized now as inventors and innovators of original genres or movements in their field.
Now, however, with postmodernism, artists have the unique opportunity to work in a system encouraging
and, in many ways, entirely based on the idea of ignoring conventions and creating original experiences
through art. This trail-blazing mindset allows for creativity and experimentation that would have been
damning in earlier times. Toni Morrison, a master of manipulating methodology and innovating the art of
storytelling, has written a novel in Jazz that aims for that unique experience by crossing mediums to
incorporate jazz music into her structure and by crafting an unprecedented narrator to tell her story while
still leaving open the opportunity for the reader to join the author and narrator in creation.
As long as words and music have existed as rival and collaborative forms of art, synthesis and
mimicry have thrived between them. Thousands of literary texts have inspired operas or been transformed
into symphonies just as classic musical compositions have been invoked or lauded in essays, critiques and
fiction. Because of the direct link between letters and language, though, literature is rarely produced
which captures the relationship between notes and the abstract qualities of melody, harmony and timbre.
By their nature, words weigh the audience to the real, tangible everyday world of language and are barred
from the experiential, sonic and aural effects of music. Morrison, always eager to experiment with
nontraditional methods of storytelling, attempts to break down the divide between the two mediums and
give the audience a work to be experienced rather than read.
Many critics have explored the relationship between music and language in Morrison’s novel, but
most tend to focus on specific questions like, “Is the prose ‘Jazzy?’” or “Is the narrative voice a solo?”
Such “A is B” comparisons can be difficult to maintain and defend due to the slippery relationship
between words and music, though a number of scholars (notably Rodrigues and Blumenthal) have

attempted. Rodgrigues even goes so far as to argue that elements of the novel can be directly compared to
specific artists or compositions, namely Louis Armstrong’s “Black and Blue.” In addition to simply
establishing a “jazzy” aesthetic in her writing style, I believe that Morrison is attempting to evoke similar
feelings that accompany being at a jazz concert or listening to a jazz record in order to shape the tone,
dynamics, and rhythm of her novel.
Morrison has accomplished a similar feat in the novel previous to Jazz, the Pulitzer Prize winning
Beloved, where, instead of mixing mediums, she mixes genres. By including a ghost in an otherwise
straightforward retelling of a historical slave narrative, Morrison is able to horrify the audience on two
different fronts—the natural and the supernatural. The visceral imagery of Paul D’s and Sethe’s torments
disgust the reader as if he or she were reading Harriet Jacobs or Frederick Douglass and the haunting
presence of Beloved unsettles the reader as if he or she were reading Stephen King. To complicate these
feelings, the fantastic is discussed in a clinical, matter-of-fact fashion while the memories of slavery at
Sweet Home are recounted in a strongly emotional and terrible way. This technique redirects the horrors
of the supernatural on to what Morrison would most like to paint in a horrendous light—slavery and the
ill effects that accompany its victims well after freedom has been won. For example, while the ghost of
Sethe’s baby is still disembodied, the characters and the narrator treat the presence as if it were a common
intruder to be confronted (like any other unwelcome guest) with anger and force.
‘God damn it! Hush up!’ Paul D was shouting, falling, reaching for anchor. ‘Leave the place alone! Get
the hell out!’ A table rushed toward him and he grabbed its leg. Somehow he managed to stand at an
angle and, holding the table by two legs, he bashed it about, wrecking everything, screaming back at the
screaming house. ‘You want to fight, come on! God damn it! She got enough without you. She got
enough!’ (18)
There is no fear in Paul D’s voice or the narrator’s relaying of events. His legs are trembling, not, as we
might expect, from fear, but instead because the whole house is shaking. The reader knows that these
characters have seen too many terrible things to be scared by something as tame as a ghost. This fear is
reserved for their memories. Compare the previous, even telling with the spare but horrific language used

to tell the Sweet Home story of a slave being burned alive:
By the light of the hominy fire Sixo straightens. He is through with his song. He laughs. A rippling sound
like Sethe’s sons make when they tumble in hay or splash in rainwater. His feet are cooking; the cloth of
his trousers smokes. He laughs. Something is funny. (226)
This scene has a way of planting itself into the reader’s head and living in it well through the novel’s
ending because Morrison successfully commandeers the feelings familiar in the horror genre and applies
them to a historical practice to flesh out the experience and force the reader to rethink his or her
perspective.
There are many reasons for Morrison to revisit this device in her following book. The musical
effect serves several purposes and reflects the action of the plot effectively. The first and most apparent
reason for drawing on jazz is to capture the spirit and sensation of being in Harlem during the 1920s. The
city is characterized by speed—things happen fast and change without warning, and the frantic
descriptions of the city never leave time to dwell on one image for too long. When first introduced to the
city, the impressionistic description hardly gives time to picture the image before being rushed along to
the next sight:
The A&P hires a colored clerk. Big-legged women with pink kitty tongues roll money into green tubes
for later on; then they laugh and put their arms around each other. Regular people corner thieves in the
alleys for quick retribution and, if he is stupid and has robbed wrong, thieves corner him too. Hoodlums
hand out goodies, do their best to stay interesting, and since they are being watched for excitement, they
pay attention to their clothes and the carving out of insults. (7)
The beat is a steady, rapid-fire slideshow of images as if the reader were riding in a taxi down Harlem’s
125th street constantly swiveling his head left and right. The narrator gives her readers just enough of
each image to impress upon us some response to the city and, indeed, our general opinion of the unnamed
city is clearly shaped by this speedy first encounter. While describing the city, the narrator’s pace never
slows and not even chapter breaks can interrupt the beat.
Each chapter begins with a sentence that depends on the sentence before it for meaning: “Or used

to” (27). “Like that day in July” (53). “A thing like that could harm you” (165). One chapter ends, “But
where is she?” (184), and the next begins, “There she is” (187). The relatively short book, like a musical
composition, is intended to be experienced as a whole and even if a reader is to stop between chapters, he
or she is drawn back into the rapid stream by these connections. The vast white-space spread of each new
chapter also invites the reader to read a little further by offering a little head start. Something about the
unmarked chapters and the blankness of the two-thirds top margin is enticing and mysterious. Even the
book’s opening sound, “Sth” can be read as an allusion back to Beloved’s protagonist. In addition to being
the protagonist’s contracted name, Sethe (simply add a couple “E”s), the sound is directly referenced in
Beloved as
[t]he interior sounds a woman makes when she believes she is alone and unobserved at her work: a sth
when she misses the needle’s eye; a soft moan when she sees another chip in her one good platter; the
low, friendly argument with which she greets the hens. Nothing fierce or startling. Just that eternal,
private conversation that takes place between women and their tasks. (172)
Jazz, in many ways, revisits old themes and mirrors past relationships in Beloved, and, whether or not the
sound intentionally references Sethe’s character, it keeps with the pattern of the other paragraph segues in
harkening back to what came before it. Critics have identified several themes that Morrison returns to
again and again but this may be the most direct example of the author looking backwards into her
catalogue, even within a single book.
The narrator (if she can be taken to be the physical book itself) also seems to be doing everything
she can (and for the purposes of this article I will assume, like Lesoinne, that the narrator is feminine) to
make the narrative flow easily and naturally. She admits that she has a vested interest in keeping the
reader’s attention when, in the last few paragraphs, she sensuously describes how she desires to be read
over and over again: “That I love the way you hold me, how close you let me be to you. I like your
fingers on and on, lifting, turning” (229). So, in addition to invoking the sensations of the city, the pace
and rhythm of the novel can be attributed to the narrator’s selfish desire for the reader to be entertained
enough to read the book over and over again. This narrator is a character rather than simply a

disembodied, objective voice, something normally taken for granted in fiction. This realization brings up
several difficult questions—questions that, ultimately, chip away at the narrator’s credibility. The
transformation of inanimate ink and paper into an intelligent, sentient object is a metamorphosis worth
investigating. Yet again, the reader is forced to consider questions never posed by any other book and
respond to a unique set of problems: Do I feel comfortable lending this particular book out to a friend?
What are the philosophical implications of a used book, and does the fact that the previous owner
underlined more passages than me make me inadequate in the book’s eyes? “Look where your hands are.
Now” (229), an instruction neither pertinent nor safe if you are listening to the audio book in your car but
confusing and unsettling if you are cradling the book in your arms. I first encountered these lines in what
the narrator would probably consider the ideal circumstances—reading in bed. The intimate connotation
of the book’s plea is a bizarre problem impossible for the reader to solve. The discourse, despite the
earnestness of the narrator’s request, becomes almost necessarily comical when we, as readers, must
puzzle out the implications of a living text and decide how to put it down for good. In the end, we must
disappoint because, no matter how many times we make it through to the end, the book will always beg
for more. Morrison entirely re-imagines the idea of reading as she gives her book life in ways that critics
and readers can only speak of metaphorically. Of course, this text is no more physically alive than other
so-called living documents like the Constitution or the Bible, but the closing passage of Jazz changes our
perception of what we have been reading and sets its reading experience apart from the traditional
relationship between the reader and the read.
Another way that jazz shapes the way in which the reader experiences the novel is in the ebb and
flow of dynamics. Building tension is hardly a technique attributed solely to music, but the way in which
Morrison establishes dynamic tension is markedly different from the method most often used in fiction.
Take, for example, the long paragraph sprawling from page 93 to 97 where Violet sits alone in a drugstore
drinking a milkshake so she might “grow an ass” (69). Over the five pages, Violet comes to a dramatic
realization—that she and “that Violet” are the same person. The paragraph begins simply enough: “She
had meant to bring a package of Dr. Dee’s Nerve and Flesh Builder to stir into the malted milkshake,

because the milkshakes alone didn’t seem to be doing any good” (93). These slow, simple sentences have
nothing behind them to suggest free indirect discourse and are as straightforward in relating information
as possible. As the reader turns the page, however, and is confronted with the unbroken sentences
scattered with capitalization, italics and exclamation marks, it’s clear that something has happened.
Violet’s thoughts begin to take control of the paragraph, and she dethrones the controlling narrator and
tells her story in her own voice.
As Violet reflects on the events leading up to her being renamed that Violet and Violent, we
visually see and audibly hear her intensity and anger build in the prose (no quotation marks). As we fall
more and more into Violet’s direct line of thoughts, the sentences alternate between equally
ungrammatical long run-on sentences and short fragments:
Did he ask her to warm with her own body his spot in the bed on cold winter nights before he slid in? Or
did he do it for her? He probably let her put her spoon into his pint of cream and scoop off the melty part,
and when they sat in the dark of the Lincoln Theater he wouldn’t mind a bit if she stuck her hand down in
his box of popcorn and come up with a fistful of it the sonofabitch. (94)
We are brought out of this downhill slide by the narrator only occasionally and parenthetically to make us
aware of the passing of time: “The malt was soup now, smooth and cold” (94-95). The prose gets more
vulgar and wild as sentences zigzag from thought to thought without punctuation:
That’s why. And that’s why it took so much wrestling to get me down, keep me down and out of that
coffin where she was the heifer who took what was mine, what I chose, picked out and determined to
have and hold on to, NO! that Violet is not somebody walking round town, up and down the streets
wearing my skin and using my eyes shit no that Violet is me! (95-96)
In one paragraph, the narrative voice has progressed from an even-toned narrator to a wild stream of
consciousness. Instead of steadily building to a climax, the earned tension dissipates in an instant, “I got
quiet because the things I couldn’t say were coming out of my mouth anyhow” (97). Two sentences after
the dropout, the seemingly objective third person narrator returns and Violet again becomes the narrated.
This rise and fall is replicated several times throughout the novel, most notably in Joe’s frenzied

search for Dorcas throughout the city, and these dynamic swings can also be observed in miniature
throughout the narrator’s observations of the city and jazz music. The technique is closer to jazz than the
traditional rising/climax/falling action of plot. Jazz, unlike most Western forms of music, does not rely
solely on the songwriter or composer’s arrangements of notes and musical elements to achieve its
dynamic shape; rather, jazz music more often relies on small-scale crescendos and the performative
variation and inflection of individual musicians themselves to influence the structure and develop the
original theme. Each major character voice being allowed to speak in a soliloquy or solo provides not
only a multifaceted window into the story, but also a chance for numerous and varied story arcs to
interweave and create a whole larger than the individual parts.
Often, this tension is used to the same effect as the novel’s pacing—to let the reader feel the speaking
characters’ experiences rather than being told them. In seeing the constantly shifting psyches of the
characters, the reader views the external elements of the culture, in turn, with a malleable and dynamic
viewpoint. Yeonman Kim theorizes that the supplanted Southerners are “involuntarily vulnerable” to their
alien surroundings, and the city, jazz music, beauty culture, race relations, politics and other cultural
factors all destabilize the characters, leading them to act in ways that are unnatural or violent. In fact,
even the narrator seems enamored by these forces and this fact adds to the already strong argument
against her reliability.
The narrator’s proclivity to relinquish the reigns of storytelling is just one more element of her
slippery objectivity. In the previously mentioned passage, she allows Violet, in all her anger and
confusion, to tell a portion of the story that the character is, at best, biased towards or, at worst,
manufacturing. At various places throughout the novel, the narrator allows the voices of Violet, Joe,
Felice and Alice to speak through the narration and shape the information to fit their narratives. Violet’s
soliloquy obviously supports her opinion, at the time, that Dorcas maliciously stole her Joe Trace, and as
the audience is looking at things directly from Violet’s point-of-view, the reader sympathizes with her.
On page 121, Joe answers his wife with a first-person account of his own (this time through dialogue) on
how he came to be involved with Dorcas. The passage, spanning 14 pages, also includes a selectively

abridged autobiography of the changes in his life, the explanation for his migration to the city, and the
details of his first meeting with Violet. At times, he is apparently speaking directly to the reader, while at
other times he is addressing Dorcas. Regardless of the target of his story, one gets the impression that he
is talking to himself and is not altogether stable. Never does he receive an answer or a comment—he
simply speaks. Why, then, does our narrator subject us to such contradictory information? Can she
distinguish between fact and fiction any better than the reader? The reader is left without an answer
because the narrator will not interrupt Joe’s speech to provide clues into the validity of his statements.
This is a common tactic Morrison employs on her imperfect characters. In nearly every book she has
written, the author creates characters that murder, rape or steal yet she meticulously explains why they do
the things that they do. We learn about the psychological traumas of Cholly, the child rapist in The Bluest
Eye, and the impossible decision between slavery and death for Sethe in Beloved by directly seeing the
scenes in question unfold. The only time Morrison ever comes close to allowing inexplicable evil is in the
practitioners and enablers of slavery, but even those portraits are qualified with justifications. These
windows into the characters act like point-of-view shots in a film, forcing the reader to view a situation
from a certain vantage point and identify with an otherwise unidentifiable character, which helps to
explain the large portions of Jazz devoted to the analysis of key events from the direct perspective of Joe,
Violet and others.
Morrison sheds more light onto this question in a 1998 interview with Time in which she claims,
“The narrator had to listen to the characters the way Miles Davis listened while he performed with his
musicians, and depending on what they did, that would affect the next solo or alteration in the music."
Aside from supporting the idea that jazz techniques are used in the text, this statement helps to give us a
sense of the impressionability of the narrator. It is understandable that the reader may be swayed by the
characters’ explanations and rhetoric but should the narrator be so trusting? After all, she should know
enough about her characters not to take them at their word without investigation.
Rarely do narrators have the forthrightness to admit to their audiences that they are fallible and
biased to the extent that the narrator of Jazz does in several places in the text. She clearly misjudges her

characters and laments her mistake saying, “So I missed it altogether. I was sure one would kill the other.
I waited for it so I could describe it. I was so sure it would happen” (220). In the Time interview,
Morrison says, “I try to echo some of the basic characteristics of jazz music in that book [Jazz] by
refusing to have a narrator or leader who knew everything and exactly how the music was going to turn
out.” When the narrator does not know how something will “turn out,” she improvises or, in other words,
makes something up. The narrator’s confession regarding Golden Gray is especially telling: “I have been
careless and stupid and it infuriates me to discover (again) how unreliable I am” (160). Notice the
deliberate use of the word “unreliable,” a frequent prefix to “narrator” in discussions of fiction, that
foreshadows the final revelation that the narrator is the book itself. Of course, the most disturbing word in
the passage is the parenthetical “again,” undercutting the reader’s naïve trust and requiring some page
(and perhaps soul) searching to find where he or she was initially led astray.
This puts the novel into a category of books, not unique but at least uncommon, that transform upon a
second reading. Think of Melville’s Benito Cereno and the surprise ending that allows the reader to see
early, embedded clues in the text or Willa Cather’s My Antonia whose male narrator slowly loses
credibility and, upon a second reading, eventually comes to appear wholly untrustworthy. This book,
quite literally, begs to be reread: “If I were able I’d say it. Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it
and I am free to let you…” (229). The novelty of being addressed by, not simply the narrator, but the
book itself offers a very different experience when it is begun again. Does the narrator really know that
woman? Her husband too? It is almost necessary that the reader use a different color highlighter to
distinguish the cynical, jaded reader from the trusting, former naïf because each line potentially distorts
the (so-called) reality. He or she does, in fact, remake the book by choosing what to believe and what to
distrust.
Also, in starting from the beginning, the reader can fully appreciate the dynamic quality of the narrator.
The first impression we get of the narrator is presented in the epigraph from the Gnostic poem “Thunder,
Perfect Mind”: “I am the name of the sound/and the sound of the name./I am the sign of the letter/and the
designation of the division.” These lines, enigmatic as they are, signify the narrator’s confidence and

belief in her own omnipotence. In stating that she is both “the name of the sound” and “the sound of the
name,” she echoes the biblical god’s claim as to being the alpha and the omega, the first and last. The
Gnostics themselves believed they were set apart in their knowledge of the secrets of the Universe. If we
take the epigraph to be the narrator’s selection, we already have an idea of her self-perception. Her first
words in the body of the text, “Sth, I know that woman” (3), underscore her pride (both in being superior
to and aware of Violet’s story) and self-assurance. The ostensibly capable grasp over the initial facts of
the story, the re-reader sees, sets up the shock of finding out the trusty narrator has not been entirely
genuine.
By the end, of course, the narrator is declaring the entire work to be a failure. The change is not entirely
sudden and one can see the chinks in her armor of confidence when the Golden Gray story is retold, but
certainly by the end, the narrator is aware of her fallibility and failure. The narrator realizes that she has
deliberately misled the reader simply by choosing a negative tone to tell the story. She has not believed in
her characters enough to allow for a happy ending and her tone and foreshadowing reflects this. Just as
Joe and Violet spoke from a particularly biased perspective, the narrator cannot be objective. She
hypothesizes that the storytelling is weak because she has left out something as she claims, “Something is
missing there. Something rogue. Something else you have to figure in before you can figure it out” (229).
Perhaps, but it is just as likely that the information was, in fact, presented to the reader—presented in a
way that fit into the narrator’s idea of storytelling.
Is it, then, possible to know the facts of the novel or the true identity of the narrator? I would argue no.
All that we really know is that the narrator is from the city and that, for some reason, she would like to tell
us this story. Some critics immediately assume that the narrator is a woman or black or originally from
the South or a number of other things, but, in reality, there is no narrator. When the book cries, “Make
me, remake me” (229), she (if I may also be allowed to make assumptions) invites the reader individually
to take part in the creation of a story—a work of art—making the narrator what we want. Without
explicitly describing the narrator, Morrison practices Hemingway’s “art of omission,” which states that a
good writer can leave anything out as long as that author knows that he or she left it out, and it is up to the

reader to join into the story by filling in the intentional gaps. This participation is a mental procedure that
largely takes place unconsciously while reading but one that Morrison forces into the open. If we were to
question each omniscient narrator from Homer to Hawthorne, reading would become an unstable,
subjective exercise that would lose much of its meaning because literature, to a certain extent, is based on
trust. This book or even an individual passage within it, however, can be different upon each re-reading
while Morrison’s skill and power over language remains clear and constant.
Of course, the book must naturally fail the reader by not carrying its realizations back to the beginning
with every rereading. She will still predict disaster and still learn the same hard won humility no matter
how the reader remakes her. This is no failure on Morrison’s part as her intention from the beginning is
for the change to be carried inside of the reader. Whether that reader chooses to reread Jazz or finish the
trilogy with Paradise, this newfound knowledge has the power to challenge and change the relationship
between reader and text.
Reading Jazz, as we have seen, is a departure from the norm. The author seems to delight in setting plots,
characters and structures that go against the grain of convention and pose philosophical questions to her
readers. A careful reading of Morrison’s ever expanding canon will reveal numerous other inventive
techniques in her fiction, speeches and essays to provide for new experiences and investigations into the
nature of reading and storytelling. It is difficult to conceive of a Morrison novel that is free of these
exploratory approaches and, one can imagine, had she been born into an era prior to postmodernism,
Morrison would have fashioned the movement on her own and welcomed the ensuing riots with open
arms.
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